University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

10-18-1988

U.S. Takes Up Claims Against Chile On Behalf Of
Relatives Of Orlando Letelier
John Neagle

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
Neagle, John. "U.S. Takes Up Claims Against Chile On Behalf Of Relatives Of Orlando Letelier." (1988).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/2390

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 074114
ISSN: 1060-4189

U.S. Takes Up Claims Against Chile On Behalf Of Relatives
Of Orlando Letelier
by John Neagle
Category/Department: General
Published: Tuesday, October 18, 1988
According to statements on Oct. 12 by administration officials cited in the New York Times
(10/13/88), the US has taken up claims against the Chilean government by the relatives of
Chilean exile leader Orlando Letelier and US coworker Ronni Moffitt. Elizabeth G. Verville, State
Department Deputy Legal Adviser, told the Times that the US government had taken over the
claims and sought payment on behalf of the relatives of Letelier and Moffitt, who were killed
in 1976 when a bomb exploded under their car on Embassy Row in Washington. The claim also
reflects costs incurred by the US government in investigating the killings. In a diplomatic note
demanding $12 million, the State Department did not say how much was earmarked for the
victims' relatives and for the US government. On Oct. 13, State Department spokesperson Charles
Redman told reporters that the diplomatic note was dated April 18, 1988. The claims of Michael
Moffitt, Mr. and Mrs. Murray Karpen, and Juan Pablo Letelier against the Chilean government,
said Redman, are "now, as a matter of both US and international law, connected with the US
government's own claims." State Department officials told the Times that Chile had refused to pay
any compensation because it denied responsibility for the killings. Letelier served as ambassador
to the US, Foreign Minister and Defense Minister when Salvador Allende was president of Chile.
Unnamed officials cited by the Times said Santiago had recently rejected the request. [During the
State Department briefing on Oct. 13, Redman said he understood that Chile had not responded to
the April diplomatic note.] According to the Times, State legal adviser Verville said, "We will not
cease our efforts in spite of this latest rebuff. We obviously cannot force the government of Chile to
pay. But we can and intend to continue to bring pressure to bear on the government of Chile." The
legal procedure of adopting the claims of the victims' relatives as claims of the US government is
called espousal since the government espouses the claims of individuals seeking compensation for
injuries inflicted by a foreign government in violation of international law. Redman emphasized that
"doing this is a serious step because it reflects a decision by the United States government that the
claims are meritorious and that the failure to make compensation constitutes an injury to the United
States." In 1980, Judge Joyce Hens Green of the Federal District Court in Washington concluded
that the Chilean government and its agents were responsible for the deaths of Letelier and Moffitt,
and she awarded their families more than $5 million in damages. The victims' relatives have not
been able to collect on the judgment because the Chilean government has shielded its assets behind
claims of sovereign immunity. In August the House of Representatives approved a bill intended to
help the victims by permitting them to seize assets owned or controlled by the Chilean government.
The Senate is considering the legislation. The State Department opposes the bill, asserting that it
would lead to retaliation against the US by other countries. For instance, Verville said, Libya might
seize US property to enforce the judgment of a foreign court awarding damages for Washington's
bombing of Libya in 1986. In the same vein, she said, if the US seized a plane owned by a foreign
state airline, that government might respond by seizing a plane owned by a private US carrier. At
the press briefing on Thursday, Redman was asked why the government decided to adopt the claims
12 years after the murders occurred. Redman responded, "We've continued to press this case very
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hard...We've talked about it many times...and we've expressed our concern publicly for a long, long
time about the need for cooperation in resolving the Letelier case." (Basic data from several sources,
including New York Times, 10/13/88)
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